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By W. R. SLOAN, M.D., F.R.C.S.ED.
formerly Irish Presbyterian Mission Hospital, Kirin, Manchuria
BLUE-GOWNED Chinese, Koreans in voluminous white, bearded and booted exiles
from Russia, Japanese in kimono and geita, or swaggering in khaki with outsize
two-handed sabres, all parade confusedly in the composite picture that is Man-
churia-or to its Japanese masters, Manchukuo.
The 30,000,000 first-named have an overwhelming preponderance in numbers
over all others together, and work amongst them provides these random
reminiscences.
The first word of Chinese I learned to speak was "k'ai shui," meaning boiled
water, and this because none other was safe to drink and I had to ask my hostess's
houseboy for it frequently. This too, before I knew any other word, came in useful
as a prescription.
Immediately upon my arrival, a Chinese, trained in Western medicine and anxious
to acquire prestige by having the foreigner out in consultation on one of his patients,
took me to see an infant obviously febrile and diarrhoeic. He had a dozen words
or so of English which he used with considerable fluency and effect on the assem-
bled relatives (or were they just neighbours?) but little or no enlightenment for
me, confused by the babble around me, assailed by the strange odours that perplex
the newcomer to China, and feeling altogether at a loss linguistically, I had an in-
spiration and thought of "k'ai shui." Repeating this magic formula in a voice
meant to exclude all other articles of diet, I folded my hands and laid my head on
them in an attitude of sleep. My doctor friend quickly jumped to the idea and set
about putting it across in Chinese-"boiled water only for twenty-four hours." All
were greatly impressed, whether by my diagnostic acumen, my sparing use of
words, or the colour of my eyes does not matter, for I learned afterwards the
child recovered.
One is continually impressed by the striking contrast between ancient and modern
seen in China. The wheelbarrow and mule-cart are being succeeded directly by the
motor-car and aeroplane, with no stage coach and but little of a steam locomotive
period. Candles and flickering bean-oil lamps are being replaced by electric light.
There has been no gas age.
Similarly in medicine,modern science competes with medkeval prescribing popular
before Confucius, and I have had the privilege of friendship with several practi-
tioners of the native art, who readily admit the superiority of the new methods in
matters surgical, though not converted to the less dramatic ways of modern medi-
cine. They believe on the whole in more drastic remedies than we do, as evidenced
by the following story:
A weakly child with broncho-pneumonia- following measles was brought to us
when at death's door. Just as hope began to revive the patient developed scarlatina,
and was quite properly given serum by my female assistant. Shortly afterwards
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as a legal official, brought an action against the doctor. I went to court with her
merely as a moral support, since I as a foreigner enjoying extra-territorial status
was not wanted there. I was not admitted, and so spent the time in the filthy little
waiting-room, where miserable manacled criminals from the prison and civil liti-
gants alike awaited their turn.
The entertainment was tremendous, particularly so long as it was assumed that
I could not speak Chinese, and I was able to listen-in to an interesting discussion
on my personal appearance, mingled with amusing conjecture as to who or what I
might be. Finally one enterprising merchant decided to try me, and as I was not
averse to a chat to while away the hours, I responded, much to the general amaze-
ment. This friendly soul then proceeded to tell me he was there in an action he
had taken against a doctor (native style).
His child, a boy in his early teens, as I recall, had been ill for some time. After
trying numerous doctors and remedies, on a friend's recommendation he had called
in a certain practitioner. This "son of a turtle" had ordered a draught containing
five powdered scorpions. Shortly after ingestion his boy had taken a violent fit, and
after much foaming at the mouth had died.
This dramatic story was followed by a dissertation on the appalling stupidity
and wickedness of doctors in general. His remarks were most diverting, but I
was just beginning to feel definitely apprehensive when the speaker paused and
asked me what I was doing there. I replied that I had "come on a little business
with a friend," and immediately made myself scarce.
Before I learned to know trachoma when I saw it, I was called to see a wealthy
and most irascible official whom I found pacing excitedly up and down his house
rubbing his inflamed eye and bemoaning his fate. WVhen we had calmed him suffi-
ciently to get a coherent story, he told us that he had been away to the capital for
a few days. Whilst there he had been entertained to a drunken carouse in a sing-
song house. His story finished with a wail of woe as he himself diagnosed his
trouble as gonorrhoeal ophthalmia-a condition well known to the Chinese lay
public. He was brought to hospital, where it soon became evident that his condition
was nothing but a particularly acute attack of trachoma. Appropriate treatment
finally sent him home with his previous sight unimpared.
Shortly afterwards this gentleman paid me a state visit, and out of his gratitude
presented me with a precious sample of what had hitherto proved his unfailing
remedy for eye trouble-a bear's gall! The bladder was shrunken and dried, but
still full of bile. This latter, being from a "cold"-blooded animal, is suppsed to
have particularly cooling effects when, in accordance with the prevalent humoral
theory, it is poured into an eye afflicted with "fire"-the humoral equivalent of
inflammation.
The .most surprising prescription I heard of was probably a "home" remedy. I
found a mouse's nest in which were five naked little day-old mice. Before disposing
of them I showed them to an old coolie who was working in our garden. He
immediately expressed his regret that there had not been seven, as that number
198of new-born mice was said to be "a very good medicine"-just for what I could
not find out.
A few years ago I had the good fortune to be appointed a delegate to the
Biennial Conference of the China Medical Association. For this I had to travel to
Canton, at the other extreme of China, a journey of between two and three thou-
sand miles. I had the privilege en route of seeing modern medicine at work in
places like Peking, Tsinan, Nanking, Shanghai, and Hangchow, and finally of
seeing the vigorous young profession in force at Canton. The great majority, of
course, were Chinese. There was a goodish number of British and Americans,
mostly medical missionaries, and a few of other nationalities present.
This meeting provided a splendid example of Chinese generosity and breadth
of mind, for we were all permitted to join in debate and vote on matters affecting
the Association, and indeed to hold office. The Association has even done the
foreigner the compliment of creating a special medical missionary division, where
the peculiar problems of mission hospitals can be thrashed out by those interested.
The scientific papers read were of a high standard, and it seemed incredible that
in the narrow streets nearby, the ancient order of physicians should still be dis-
pensing their empirical, sometimes dramatic, usually nauseating, and by no means
always ineffective remedies.
Many of these remedies are the same as those found in our own pharmacopeia,
but usually in cruder form. They not infrequently are put to the same therapeutic
use. Opium, of course, is the too much used pain-killer and a favourite means of
suicide. Mercury, both internally and externally in the form of crude vapour baths,
is a known cure for syphilis that not infrequently results in poisoning. I have seen
extensive necrosis of the jaw in more than one case. The ephedra herb, of course,
has been known and used by the Chinese for centuries, though in my experience
always internally. Cersline rhubarb, liquorice, myrrh, aloes, peppermint, and many
other remedies familiar to us are to be found in Chinese prescribing.
In some instances the native medicine would appear to have anticipated modern
western methods. One example is in the very popular use of adhesive plaster.
Indeed, a native practitioner's place of business is universally recognised by the
presence outside of the guild sign, a pair of plasters imitated in brass or wood.
These, though often apparantly illogically applied, are frequently an excellent
dressing for boils and other septic sores, a fact only recently recognised by our
modern school.
It seems not improbable too that the Chinese physician's empirical use of many
animal substances, such for example as bear's gall, tiger bones, tortoise shell, and
donkey's urine, may in some cases prove to have hitherto unsuspected merits. It
has recently been shown that the highly valued tonic made of the velvet from
deerhorn has at any rate a high vitamin content. Similarly with donkey's skin,
in which there is a huge trade in Shanghai. Our own pharmacopeia in an age
of chemistry and scepticism was stripped of almost all animal substances. Now,
with the recognition of internal secretions and other principles, we find them
coming back in the form of thyroid, parathyroid, stomach, liver, suprarenal, and
other extracts. 99